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MEDIA RELEASE October 16, 1987
MORE W ILDERNESS W ON'T MEAN B IG  BOOST 
TO S T A T E 'S  ECONOMY, UM RESEARCHERS SAY
M ISSO ULA —
Designating additional wilderness in Montana will not 
substantially add to the state's economic base, according to 
articles in the latest issue of the Montana Business Quarterly. 
Furthermore, according to the authors, visitor use of designated 
wilderness is declining.
The Quarterly is published by the University of Montana 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research. The autumn edition was 
issued Thursday.
Paul Polzin, an economist at the Bureau, assessed the 
economic impact of the state's wilderness areas. He explains 
that it is out-of-state visitors to wilderness areas who 
contribute directly to the state's economic base. They bring in 
money from outside Montana and spend it on goods and services, 
such as equipment, hotels, restaurants, transportation, and guide 
and outfitter services.
Polzin says that out-of-state visitor spending accounts for 
one-half of 1 percent of Montana's economic base. By comparison, 
agriculture, the federal government, and the wood and paper
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products industry account for more than half of the state’s 
economy.
Polzin also looked at recent trends in wilderness visits by 
Montana residents and out-of-state visitors. Visits to 
wilderness areas increased in the 1970s but have slowed in the 
1980s. He concludes that demographic patterns indicate that this 
decreased demand will continue.
Bureau Director Maxine Johnson looked specifically at the 
possible economic impact of adding more wilderness to the Rocky 
Mountain Front, adjacent to the Bob Marshall and Scapegoat 
wilderness areas and Glacier National Park. Federal wilderness 
legislation currently before Congress proposes adding over 
300,000 acres of designated wilderness in that region.
Johnson points out that current wilderness use by out-of- 
state visitors in the three Rocky Mountain Front counties 
(Glacier, Pondera and Teton) accounts for only a small proportion 
of the area's economic base. She also says projected declines in 
future wilderness use mean that an increase in wilderness acreage 
is not likely to result in increased employment and earnings.
Additional wilderness designation in the Front could have a 
negative impact on the local economy. Johnson explains that 
additional wilderness designation would rule out the possibility 
of oil and gas discoveries that are badly needed to maintain that 
industry. Currently the oil and gas industry accounts for an 
important portion of the Front's economic base and provides some
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of the highest-paying jobs in the region. Federal law prohibits 
oil and gas exploration and extraction in designated wilderness 
areas.
Johnson also explains that reliable public opinion polls 
conducted by the Bureau over the past several years indicate that 
about two-thirds of Montanans think the state already has enough 
designated wilderness. The most recent Montana Poll, cosponsored 
by the Bureau and the Great Falls Tribune, confirms that opinion.
In a third article in the same issue, two UM Forestry School 
researchers describe current and future recreation participation 
in Montana. Stephen McCool and Jeffrey Frost looked at how many 
Montanans participated in camping, backpacking and other 
recreation activities in 1985. Using Census Bureau estimates, 
they projected how many Montanans would participate in those 
activities through the 1990s.
McCool and Frost compared population trends in the 1970s, a 
time of increased recreation activity, with population increases 
expected through the end of the century. As both Paul Polzin and 
Maxine Johnson pointed out in their articles, the population 
projections indicate that the number of recreation participants 
is expected to stabilize.
Frost and McCool say that the aging of the "baby boom" 
generation is partially responsible for the projected slowdown. 
Many baby boomers, who make up the single largest segment of the 
population, are now entering their 30s and 40s. Because
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recreation activity declines with age, the authors conclude 
"there will be limited expansion of the outdoor recreation market 
for Montanans during the next decade." This trend will affect 
all recreation use in Montana, including that in wilderness 
areas.
The autumn issue of the Montana Business Quarterly is 
available for $4 from the Bureau of Busines and Economic 
Research, University of Montana, Missoula, MT 59812.
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